the subtlest form of deceptiveness because it disrupts conventional notions about meaning by questioning its very existence. The term "absurdity" was coined to define a type of modern drama in which characters behave irrationally, where causal sequences of events are illogical, and where incongruous juxtapositions of people and things occur.
In marketing literature, Stern (1990) related the contemporary dramatic movement of "theater of the absurd" to marketing strategy. She discussed absurdity in terms of a standard dramatic framework consisting of theme, action, characters, language, setting, and tone. According to Stern (1990) , drama literature shares an important common link with marketing literature: an author (the firm) communicates a text (the advertisement) to a reader (the consumer). She suggests a literary framework as an additional way of investigating marketing communication as drama. Thus, absurdity can be viewed as a literary form that advertising has adopted.
Today, the influence of absurdity extends to cinema and advertising (Kanner 1988) . Some absurd advertisements create ambiguity by juxtaposing incongruous visual and verbal elements in sometimes humorous vignettes (Stern 1992) . By its nature, absurdity can be humorous or perhaps even pernicious and sinister. Absurdity can emerge from many illogical relationships that may result from the use of surrealism, anthropomorphism, allegory, humor and hyperbole. Consequently, we view absurdity to be a general term under which a variety of more specific literary descriptors fall.
Four Different Forms of Absurdity
Absurdity may be communicated via surrealism, anthropomorphism, allegory, and hyperbole. Alcuaz (1984) proposed that surrealism is associated with dream imagery, imaginative worlds, and physical distortions. Surrealism is expressed by combining images in surprising ways.
Surrealism tries to break every rule of photography and of editing so that final graphics become a visual surprise. Homer (1986) conducted an experiment investigating the effects of surrealistic design, involvement, and strength of message arguments on the effectiveness of print advertisements. Results indicated that the surreal ad with strong message arguments, under high involvement, induced the most effective information processing of the ad's content in terms of recall, recognition, attitudes, affect toward the ad, and behavioral intentions.
Another literary descriptor that falls within absurdity is anthropomorphism.
Anthropomorphism is defined as an interpretation of what is not human or personal in terms of human or personal characteristics (Webster Dictionary). Although the literature on anthropomorphism is scant in the marketing field, in advertising we find frequent use of absurd images that enlist an anthropomorphic character to communicate meaning e.g., "Joe Camel."
A third literary descriptor that fits under absurdity's rubric is allegory. Allegory involves the description of something under the veiled pretense of something else (Stern 1990 ). For example, the popular California Raisin commercials represent an absurd allegory in which the qualities of liveliness, high spiritedness, and energy are represented by singing and dancing raisins. The common thread linking all allegory is a discontinuity of form. This is a dislocation that happens when reader expectations of a realistic narrative are jarred, and the narrative becomes a source of double meaning (Stern 1990 ).
Absurdity may also result from the use of humor and hyperbole. Humor is defined as something that is or is designed to be comical or amusing . Humor can be present in advertising as a result of absurdity. However, an ad that employs humor may not be absurd, and an absurd ad does not necessarily have to be humorous. In marketing communications the use of a comic absurdist tone allows a firm to take itself lightly, admit to its flaws, and encourage the consumer to laugh along (Stern 1990) . Hyperbole is a gross exaggeration used in order to make a point. Hyperbole is frequently used to create "absurd allegorical humor." Isuzu has taken this approach in its commercial where "lies" about their cars are presented in an entertaining way in order to demonstrate the car's real performance.
In summary, absurdity is a complex construct that may result from different types of illogical relationships such as the ones mentioned above. In this paper, we focus on absurdity that arises from illogical relationships among pictorial elements in an advertisement. Thus, we define absurdity as the incongruous juxtaposition of pictorial images that viewers perceive to be irrational, bizarre, illogical, and disordered. Just as there are many different types of message appeals (e.g., fear, humor, emotional etc.), there are also a variety of forms that absurdity may take. In this paper, we are investigating one particular type of absurdity --surrealism.
Theoretical Approaches for Predicting Effects of Absurdity
We use two theoretical approaches from the psychology literature to understand the impact of absurdity in advertising. Our focus is on understanding when the use of absurdity in advertising is effective rather than whether absurdity enhances ad effectiveness. The former question seems more interesting because it seems unreasonable that absurd ads will be effective all the time. In many situations absurdity in advertisements may be clearly inappropriate. Therefore, we seek to develop a conceptual framework that explains how absurdity in ads influences consumers. Then, on the basis of this framework, we systematically examine the moderating role of variables such as audience characteristics to understand the conditions under which an absurd ad execution strategy may be appropriate.
Absurdity in Ads and Consumers Information Processing
We believe that there are at least two reasons why absurd ads are likely to be processed more extensively than non-absurd ads. First, the nature of absurd ads (incongruous juxtaposition of elements that consumers view as illogical, bizarre) suggests they are more likely to be noticed than non-absurd ads. Support for this line of reasoning comes from prior research about visual imagery mnemonics and surrealism. For example, O'Brien and Wolford (1982) suggested that bizarre images increase the distinctiveness of items. Rossiter and Percy (1987, p. 230) consider "bizarre executions" to be those characterized by visual gimmicks such as humor, trick photography, and innovative print layouts. One motivation for employing such executions, these authors argue, is to increase the probability that the ad will be noticed by consumers in an overpopulated information environment. Messaris (1997) argued that surrealism as practiced by artists such as Magritte or Dali was mainly an art of eye-grabbing visual paradoxes and continues to be used for the same purpose in today's ads. Finally, Arens (1999) also pointed out that absurdity is used in ads primarily to get a viewer's attention. We argue that noticing an ad is a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for the ad to be processed by consumers. Consequently, any phenomenon that increases the chance of noticing an ad will also increase the probability of its being processed by consumers.
Second, highly novel, unexpected stimuli (such as absurd ads) are thought to be processed more extensively. For instance, as described by Osgood (1964) , von Restorff found that recall is enhanced when subjects are exposed to highly novel, unexpected stimuli. This von Restorff effect may apply to the development of novel advertising images, such as absurd images.
Novel (unique) information acts to capture attention, making it more likely to be processed and later recalled than information that is redundant or expected to appear in a given context (Lynch and Srull 1982) . Houston, Childers and Heckler (1987) found that pictorial information incongruent with prior expectations is more difficult to comprehend and stimulates more elaborate internal processing. The use of incongruous juxtaposition of visual elements in absurd ads suggests that the visual component of the absurd ad is to be likely incongruous with prior expectations of the audience. Hence, absurd ads may lead to more elaborate processing. Finally, prior research also suggests that enhanced attention typically leads to more extensive processing (Petty and Cacioppo 1985) . Therefore, if absurd ads are more attention grabbing than non-absurd ads, the absurd ads may be processed more extensively. This effect of absurdity in ads is also consistent with the marketing literature that investigated the impact of pictorial stimuli in ads. Numerous studies have explored the role of pictures in advertising (Lutz and Lutz 1977 , Edell and Staelin 1983 , Heckler and Childers 1992 . Many of these studies found that processing is enhanced in the presence of incongruent pictorial information. Because our definition of absurdity encompasses incongruity, we expect absurd ads to be processed more extensively than non-absurd ads.
Absurdity in Ads and Product Category Attitude (PCA)
We argue that to fully understand the effect of absurd versus non-absurd ads on consumers' responses, it is insufficient to know that absurd ads are processed more extensively; we also need to know the directionality of individuals' cognitive elaborations (Chattopadhyay and Alba 1988, Chattopadhyay and Basu 1990) . The issue of evaluative directionality of individual responses is somewhat problematic for absurd ads because such ads are ambiguous and open to more idiosyncratic interpretation than non-absurd ads. Support for this contention comes from Stern (1992) , who argued that the literary forms of absurdity (both visual and verbal) convey subjectively ambiguous meanings that can be interpreted differently by different consumers. This is particularly true for absurd ads employing visually rich images for which a message recipient may spontaneously generate idiosyncratic interpretation and elaboration because of the syntactic indeterminacy of visual images (Messaris 1997) . Because absurd ads are more prone to idiosyncratic interpretation and elaboration, we expect that the more extensive processing of absurd ads will lead to greater attitude change only under conditions that bias the information processing in an evaluatively positive or negative direction.
Effect of PCA as Predicted by the Principle of Evaluative Consistency
A key determinant of the evaluative directionality of information processing is individuals' prior evaluation of the attitude object (Petty and Cacioppo 1981) . Thus, consumers who are favorably predisposed to the product category are likely to be more receptive to and less critical of ads for that product category compared to consumers who are negatively predisposed toward the product category. Consequently, consumers who are favorably predisposed toward the product category, are more likely to generate evaluatively positive cognitive elaborations, which in turn will generate proportionately more positive cognitive responses, leading to more positive attitude to the ad and the brand. In contrast, those consumers who are negatively predisposed toward the product category are likely to be less receptive to and more critical of ads for that product. Therefore, their cognitive elaborations are likely to be evaluatively negative, which in turn will produce proportionately more negative cognitive responses, and result in more negative attitude to the ad and the brand. This moderating relationship is shown in Figure 1 . interpretations than non-absurd ads, the directionality or valence of an individual's prior attitude toward the product category will serve to bias the evaluative directionality of the individual's cognitive elaborations, and such biases will move in the direction of the prior evaluation. Therefore, when the message recipient's prior evaluation of a product category is favorable, we expect more positive persuasive effects from his or her exposure to an absurd ad. Conversely, absurd ads are likely to introduce a boomerang effect and lower persuasion when the message recipient has an unfavorable prior product category evaluation. In other words, consumers' product category attitude (from now on referred to as PCA) is expected to moderate the effect of absurdity in ads on consumers' responses.
Effect of PCA as Predicted by the Distraction Theory
This moderating role of PCA on the impact of absurdity in ads on consumers' responses is also supported by another theoretical mechanism. Festinger and Maccoby (1964) , and Petty and Cacioppo (1981) investigated a theoretical mechanism by which nonverbal elements in an ad (e.g., absurd images in our study) may impact consumers' attitude. Festinger and Maccoby (1964) predicted that subjects who are negatively predisposed toward an advocated message, if they are distracted during the message presentation, would generate fewer counter arguments against the message. In turn, this would result in greater attitude change than if they were not distracted during the message presentation. Petty, Wells, and Brock (1976) extended the distraction hypothesis to include subjects who are favorably predisposed toward the advocated message. They predicted that any distraction during the message presentation would reduce the dominant cognitive responses. That is, subjects who are positively predisposed would generate fewer support arguments due to distraction, and subjects who are negatively predisposed would generate fewer counter arguments. Thus, for changing attitudes, distraction during message presentation would be beneficial for negatively predisposed subjects but detrimental for positively predisposed subjects.
The distraction mechanism is, therefore, an alternative approach to explaining the impact of absurdity on attitude change if absurdity serves as a distraction agent. In social psychology as well as marketing literature, a typical manipulation of distraction involves subjects' being asked to participate in rather strange and unrelated tasks while simultaneously being exposed to persuasive communication (Bither 1972 , Festinger and Macoby 1964 , Gardner 1970 ). Nelson, Duncan, and Frontczak (1985) criticized such extreme and unrelated manipulations of distraction and argued that elements of an ad such as humor may also serve as a distraction agent during information processing. We contend that just as humor in an ad may distract subjects from processing the message, so too can absurdity distract subjects' processing of the message in an ad.
Notice, however, that although the distraction mechanism is used to predict a moderating role of PCA, the pattern of this moderation is different from that predicted by consistency of evaluative principles. Specifically, based on the role of absurdity as a distraction agent during processing, it is predicted that when subjects are positively predisposed toward the product class, absurdity will reduce the number of support arguments (positive cognitive responses) resulting in a less positive attitude. On the other hand, when subjects are negatively predisposed toward the product class, absurdity will reduce the number of counter arguments (negative cognitive responses) resulting in a less negative attitude.
Thus, both theoretical mechanisms (evaluative consistency principle and distraction) predict an interaction between consumers' PCA and the presence or absence of an absurd ad on consumers' responses. However, the predicted patterns of the interaction from the two theories are very different. Although we could have set up hypotheses for a specific pattern based on any one theory, in this paper we are taking a comparative approach rather than a confirmatory approach to theory testing (Sternthal, Tybout, and Calder 1987) . That is, rather than trying to confirm or disconfirm predictions from any one theory, we are trying to empirically demonstrate the superiority of one explanation over its rivals. Based on the above discussion, the following hypothesis is predicted:
H 1 : Consumers' product category attitude (PCA) will moderate the impact of (i.e., interact with) absurdity in ads on consumers' attitudes toward the ad and brand.
Absurdity in Ads and Process Measures (Cognitive Responses)
The discussion of the processes underlying the moderating role of prior product category evaluation on the impact of absurd ads on consumers' attitude toward ad and brand suggests that cognitive responses lie at the heart of this moderating (interaction) effect. Both theories predict that cognitive responses will mediate the interaction effect of PCA and absurdity on consumers' attitudes to ad and brand (as shown in Figure 1 ). That is, absurdity and PCA first jointly influence cognitive responses, which in turn impact consumers attitudes to ad and brand. However, whether consumers with positive PCA will generate proportionately more (less) positive cognitive responses leading to more (less) positive attitudes to ad and brand depends on the theory --evaluative consistency (distraction). Similarly, whether consumers with negative PCA will generate proportionately more (less) negative cognitive responses leading to more (less) negative attitudes to ad and brand also depends on the theory --evaluative consistency (distraction). Based on our previously stated intention to do a comparative approach to theory testing, we only hypothesize the mediating effect of cognitive responses without specifying its pattern.
H 2 : Cognitive responses will mediate the joint (interaction) effect of PCA and absurdity in ads on consumers' attitudes toward the ad and brand.
Absurdity in Ads and Recall
Our focus in this paper is on the effect of absurdity on attitudinal measures. However, for obvious reasons, marketers are often interested in brand name recall (learning) measures beyond attitudinal measures of persuasion. There is also some theoretical interest to explore how consumers' recall of brand name information from an ad is influenced by absurdity in ads because of conflicting patterns of results for recall reported in prior studies. For example, Osterhouse and Brock (1970) reported no effect of distraction on recall, Haaland and Venkatesan (1968) showed reduced recall due to distraction, and Houston, Childers, and Heckler (1986) demonstrated enhanced recall for schema discrepant information. Therefore, we plan to empirically test the pattern of brand name recall across our experimental conditions.
METHOD Overview
An experimental approach was taken in which print ads for a fictitious wine cooler were created. Two versions of a base ad were developed --one of which was absurd. All ads contained a standard warning about the negative health effects of consuming alcohol. In the main experiment, a two factor (2 x 2) between-subjects experimental design was employed.
The first factor was whether subjects viewed an absurd or a non-absurd image in a print advertisement. The second factor consisted of the directionality of subjects' prior attitude toward the product category (i.e., positive or negative attitude) which was measured several weeks before the main experiment under the pretense of a different study.
A number of pretests were conducted employing subjects from the same population used in the main experiment. However, care was taken to ensure that none of the subjects who participated in the pretests also participated in the main experiment. These pretests helped us to (1) assess the relevance of our product to the subjects, (2) ensure that both versions (absurd and non-absurd) of the ad were perceived to be professionally produced and to contain the same information, and (3) check that subjects understood the instructions and scales used in the study. The results from these pretests are briefly discussed below. Interested readers may acquire more details from the first author.
Selection of Product
The choice of a suitable product was guided by our desire to minimize the impact of potential confounding factors while selecting a product for which subjects' attitude exhibited a reasonable variance for both males and females and for which the difference in attitude between genders was minimal. In the first pretest, 80 undergraduate students (61 percent females and 39 percent males) from a large midwestern university were asked to rate seven alcoholic drink products using a scale ranging from zero to one-hundred in intervals of ten with end-anchors as "0 = I dislike very much" and "100 = I love it." Of the seven alcoholic products, wine coolers were found to best fit this requirement (mean and s.d. of attitude were 35.7 and 27.6 for males and 51.2 and 32.8 for females). Thus, a wine cooler (a product with moderate levels of attractiveness and reasonable variance across both males and females) was selected as the experimental stimulus.
Stimuli Construction
The critical variable to be manipulated in the study was absurdity. The goal of the manipulation was to induce absurdity by rearranging (with minimal changes) elements of the ad. We started with a pool of twenty wine cooler ads with absurd themes developed by students in a graphic design class. These twenty ads were extensively pretested with experts and consumers in two different focus groups. Based on these pretests, one of the twenty ads was chosen and professionally recreated. The selected ad employed a pictorial image in which a woman was emerging from the ocean with a wine cooler in her hand and a volcano "sitting like a hat" on her head. The juxtaposition of the two different sized objects was incongruous, bizarre, and irrational. An important condition for selection of this image was that when the volcano was removed from her head and placed in the background, the absurdity was eliminated while the same fundamental pictorial and written information in the ad was retained (the non-absurd condition). To avoid the confounding effect of prior brand attitude, we used a fictitious brand of wine cooler named "Caribbean Cooler." The brand name and the slogan were also chosen based on pretests. The final versions of the ads were produced in a professional 4-color format (see Appendix).
Procedure
One hundred and seventy-eight undergraduate students participated in the main experiment and received extra credit in their marketing classes. Several weeks prior to the beginning of the main experiment, students' attitudes toward wine coolers (PCA) were measured by using a seven-item 9-point semantic differential scale (Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum 1957) under the pretense of a different study. An attitude index was formed by averaging the seven-item semantic differential scale items (Cronbach's alpha = 0.96). Subjects' product category attitudes were classified as negative or positive depending on whether their score was lower than the 33rd percentile (scale score = 3.6) or higher than the 66th percentile (scale score = 5.8). Because our theoretical framework makes specific predictions for subjects with positive or negative PCA, all subsequent data analysis (except scale reliabilities) are conducted by using only subjects from those two groups. In other words, subjects whose scores fell in the middle third of the distribution of PCA scores were not included in order to create maximum difference between the positive and negative PCA groups. We note that a similar procedure has been followed before by Inman, McAlister and Hoyer (1990) and Petty and Cacioppo (1986) . This resulted in a final sample size of one hundred twenty-one (cell sizes varied from 27 to 34).
The main experiment was conducted with groups of six to eight students in a small conference room. Upon arrival, subjects were asked to read a cover story describing the experiment as a "pretest about an advertising campaign." The cover story stated that the study was for an advertising firm that wanted to obtain consumers' overall impressions about a number of ads.
It was explained that such pretests were conducted commonly in the industry. After reading the cover story, subjects were exposed to four ads projected for twenty seconds each onto a screen via a slide projector. Pre-tests revealed that subjects took from 7.55 to 20.05 seconds to view the different versions of the ad. Thus, 20 seconds was considered adequate for this task. The target ad was always located in the third position. After exposure to all four ads, subjects were given two minutes to write down everything they could remember about the wine cooler ad (during an earlier pretest, two minutes proved sufficient for this task). After the unaided recall, they were asked to write down "all thoughts that you can remember going through your mind while you were looking at the wine cooler advertisement." They then answered a battery of questions about the wine cooler ad and the brand. In addition, they responded to scales that measured their mood and task involvement as well as the humor and absurdity in the ad. These scales were followed by questions about subjects' demographics and thoughts concerning the purpose of the experiment. At the end of the session, subjects were thanked and completely debriefed.
Operationalization of Dependent Variables
Four dependent measures were used in this study: attitude to ad, attitude to brand, brand name recall, and cognitive responses. Subjects' attitudes toward the ad were measured using Holbrook and Batra's (1987) four-item index (dislike-like, unfavorable-favorable, negativepositive, and bad-good). Subjects' attitudes toward the brand were assessed via seven-point semantic differential scales. The bipolar adjectives in this scale included the four (pleasantunpleasant, agreeable-disagreeable, satisfactory-unsatisfactory, and positive-negative)
suggested by Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum (1957) plus six others (tastes good-tastes bad, exciting-dull, romantic-unromantic, weak-powerful, social-not social, and expensiveinexpensive).
To measure the unaided recall of the brand name, subjects' written comments were coded and analyzed by two judges to determine whether subjects mentioned the term "Caribbean
Cooler." For cognitive responses, the same two judges coded and analyzed subjects' thoughts.
Both judges were unaware of the experimental manipulations. All differences in coding between the two judges were resolved through discussion between the two judges. As mentioned earlier, the ad contained little information about the brand. Therefore, in coding the cognitive responses, ad and brand-related thoughts were not separated. A cognitive response score was calculated for each subject as proportion of positive cognitive responses (the number of positive responses divided by the sum of positive and negative responses).
The choice of using the positive response in the numerator of this index is arbitrary. However, the results would remain the same if we recast our hypotheses in terms of negative responses and test those using an index for proportion of negative responses.
RESULTS

Reliability of Various Measures
Whenever possible, multiple measures and previously published scales (with modifications as required) were used to measure each variable employed in the study. 
Manipulation Checks
We developed a seven-item 7-point Likert scale to measure the manipulation of absurdity.
The five items of absurdity (irrational, confusing, festive, menacing, and bizarre) reported in Arias-Bolzmann and Mowen (1992) were expanded by nine additional items (unique, unusual, unexpected, illogical, absurd, comical, unreal, disordered , cannot happen in real life ) based on our review of the absurdity literature. This 14-item scale was pretested with 60 undergraduate students. Based on item-to-total correlation and Cronbach's alpha, the 14 items were reduced to seven items. These seven items of the absurdity scale (bizarre, unique, unusual, illogical, absurd, comical, and unreal) were averaged to create an index (coefficient alpha = 0.86).
ANOVA with this index as the dependent variable and the type of ad, prior attitude, and the 2-way interaction as independent variables revealed the only statistically significant effect to be the main effect for the type of ad (F = 31.99, p < .01). The mean responses were in the expected direction (4.86 for absurd ads versus 3.35 for non-absurd ads, with higher numbers representing more absurdity).
Analysis of Attitude to the Ad and Brand
In this study, subjects had no opportunity to get brand information other than what was mentioned in the ad. However, the ads contained little brand information. Thus, there is a very high correlation (0.89) between attitude to the ad and attitude to the brand. The analysis of variance results are therefore very similar for attitude to the ad and attitude to the brand.
Therefore, in the interest of conserving space, we are only discussing results from the attitude to the ad analysis.
We predicted an interaction between absurdity and PCA in H 1 . This interaction (along with the main effect of PCA) was found to be statistically significant as shown in Table 2 . Recall that the interaction (or moderating effect) was predicted by both theoretical mechanisms --evaluative consistency principle and distraction. However, the two theories differed on the expected pattern of means characterizing the interaction. The principle of evaluative consistency suggested that for subjects who have positive (negative) attitude toward wine coolers, exposure to an absurd ad will result in more positive (negative) attitude to the ad than exposure to a non-absurd ad. However, distraction mechanism suggested that for subjects who have positive (negative) attitude toward wine coolers, exposure to an absurd ad will result in less positive (negative) attitude to the ad than exposure to a non-absurd ad.
The means for interpreting the significant interaction are shown graphically in Figure 2 
Analysis of Cognitive Responses
Both the distraction and consistency of evaluative principle theories predicted an interaction between PCA and absurdity on proportion of positive cognitive responses. Based on the principle of evaluative consistency of cognitive elaborations, we predicted that subjects with positive (negative) PCA would generate proportionately more (less) positive responses in the absurd ad condition compared to the subjects in the non-absurd ad condition. However, based on the distraction theory, we predicted that subjects with positive (negative) PCA would generate proportionately less (more) positive responses in the absurd ad condition compared to the subjects in the non-absurd ad condition.
The ANOVA results reported in Table 3 support the prediction of the interaction. The pattern of the interaction shown in Figure 2 is again more supportive of the predictions based on the distraction mechanism. Specifically, subjects with negative PCA generated proportionately more positive cognitive responses after watching the absurd versus the non-absurd ad (absurd ad proportion = 0.58, non-absurd ad proportion = 0.31, F(1,109) = 7.04, p-value = 0.01).
However, subjects with positive PCA generated about the same proportion of positive cognitive responses whether they watched the absurd or the non-absurd ad (absurd ad proportion = 0.78, non-absurd ad proportion = 0.81, F(1,109) = 0.09, p-value = 0.76). Thus, the proportion of positive cognitive responses analysis also strongly supports the pattern predicted by the distraction hypothesis for subjects with negative PCA. However, as in the case of attitude to ad, the result of cognitive responses is only directionally consistent with predictions from the distraction hypothesis for subjects with positive PCA.
Cognitive Responses as Mediators
Our discussion of the mechanism of how absurdity and PCA impact consumers' attitude to the ad suggests that cognitive responses play a mediating role. This mediating role of cognitive responses was predicted in H 2 by both theories --evaluative consistency and distraction.
According to Barron and Kenny (1986) , three conditions need to be met to classify a variable as a mediator. These conditions are: (1) independent variables significantly account for variation in the mediator, (2) variations in the mediator account for variation in the dependent variable, and (3) when the variance accounted for by the mediator is partialed out of the variance in the dependent variable, the previously significant relationship between the independent and dependent variable no longer remains significant.
The ANOVA results reported in Table 2 satisfy the first condition. That is, we have already established a significant relation between independent variables (ad type and PCA) with the mediator (cognitive responses). To check for the other two conditions, we reanalyzed the attitude to the ad and the brand using the proportion of cognitive responses as a covariate. The results reported in Table 3 clearly support the mediating role of cognitive responses. The effect of the mediator (cognitive responses) on the dependent variable (ad attitude) is significant (satisfies the second condition), and the previously significant main and interaction effects of the independent variables (ad type and PCA) are no longer significant (satisfies the third condition). In other words, once shared variance between ad attitude and cognitive responses was partialed out, there are no residual effects of the independent variables (ad type and PCA) on the dependent variable (ad attitude). This suggests that the independent variables impact the dependent variable solely through the mediating variable (i.e., cognitive response is playing a full mediating role) as predicted in H 2 . Note: In the ANCOVA models reported above, only the "Proportion of Positive Cognitive
Responses" variable is used as a covariate.
Analysis of Brand Name Recall Data
As stated earlier, because of managerial and theoretical interests, we wanted to examine the impact of absurdity in an ad on consumers' recall of brand name. Brand name recall was operationalized as a dichotomous variable and coded as 1 if recalled, 0 otherwise. This variable was analyzed using logistic regression with type of ad, PCA, and the interaction between the two as predictor variables. The analysis reveals significant (p-value 0.01) main effects for ad type and PCA and a significant (p-value <0.01) interaction effect between ad type and PCA. Examinations of relevant cell frequencies indicate that for subjects with negative PCA, brand name recall was significantly higher in the absurd ad condition (56.7%) than the non-absurd ad (10%) condition (t(58) = 4.34, p-value < 0.01). However, subjects with positive PCA were somewhat less likely to recall the brand name in the absurd ad (29.4%) than the non-absurd ad (51.9%) condition (t(59) = 1.80, p-value < 0.08). The pattern of brand name recall for negative PCA groups was identical to the pattern of persuasion measures such as attitude to ad and brand. However, compared to persuasion measures, the pattern of brand name recall for positive PCA groups showed a clearer distraction effect.
DISCUSSION
Our results revealed that introducing absurdity into print advertisements has a complex set of effects on consumers' cognitive responses, attitude to the ad and brand, and brand name recall.
As predicted in H 1 , absurdity together with subjects' prior attitude toward the product class influenced subjects' attitude to the ad and brand. This effect of absurdity was clearly evident for subjects with negative prior attitude toward the product class. For subjects who were negatively predisposed toward the product class, absurd ads resulted in proportionately more positive cognitive responses and consequently more positive attitude to the ad and the brand than non-absurd ads. However, for subjects who were positively predisposed toward the product category, absurd ads did not generate proportionately more positive cognitive responses and were not any more effective than non-absurd ads in influencing subjects' attitude to the ad or the brand. The pattern of the results was more consistent with predictions from distraction hypothesis than predictions from evaluative consistency of cognitive elaborations. Also, as predicted in H 2 , cognitive responses mediated the effect of absurdity and PCA on consumers' attitude towards the ad and brand.
Absurdity in ads enhanced subjects' recall of the brand name, particularly for those who were negatively predisposed toward the product class. However, for subjects positively predisposed to the product class, absurdity in an ad reduced brand name recall. Overall, absurdity in an ad increased recall of brand name. This pattern of result for brand name recall is similar to the pattern of results we observed for persuasion measures (attitude to ad and brand). We note however that for subjects positively predisposed to the product class, the distraction effect was more transparent in the brand name recall data than in the persuasion measures data.
Implications of Our Results
If supported by future research, we believe that our exploratory results have important theoretical and managerial implications. For academicians, our research begins the process of linking absurdity to other theoretical models in consumer research. Developing such theoretical linkages are important for bridging the gap of knowledge that currently exists between practitioners (as evidenced by widespread use of absurdity in ads) and academicians (as evidenced by the lack of empirical research on absurdity).
The findings broaden our understanding of the effects of absurdity in ads in several ways.
First, we argued that it is necessary to adopt a theory-driven contingency view of the impact of advertising. Our results highlight the benefits of such an approach in providing directions for future research. Second, our use of comparative approach to testing theory-driven predictions recognizes that theory tests provide a basis for judging rather than for proving theories.
Viewed from this perspective, we find that the distraction mechanism provides a superior explanation of efficacy of absurdity than the principle of consistency of elaborations.
For marketers our results showed that absurdity in most instances had a positive influence on advertising effectiveness as measured by brand name recall, attitude to the ad and brand.
More importantly, absurdity seems to be especially effective for those consumers who have a prior negative attitude toward the product class. This effect could be particularly important in ads seen by non-users of a product category. Initially, non-users of a product category may have negative attitude toward a product. Over time, exposure to absurd ads could impact their evaluations of the advertised brand. Our study results also have implications for creative directors. We believe our conceptualization and definition of absurdity will help creative directors develop absurd ads. However, our results also indicate that absurd elements in ads need careful testing. Perhaps, our absurdity scale along with other traditional measures (such as believability, likeability, etc.) should be used for testing such ads.
Limitations and Future Research Directions
Our study suffers from the generic limitations of all laboratory studies with forced exposure to ads in that the external validity is sacrificed at the cost of the internal validity. It is possible that under natural viewing conditions, consumers will only choose to expose themselves to ads for product categories of their choice, and thus the observed enhancing effects of absurdity (especially for consumers with negative PCA) may not materialize. We attempted to control for some of these issues by measuring consumers' task involvement, need for cognition, mood etc. However, these control variables had low correlations ( < 0.16) with dependent variables and therefore were not useful as covariates.
A related issue involves the generalizability of our research findings across products, mediums, and subject populations. This study is limited to only one product type and one medium (print ad). Future studies should, therefore, employ a variety of product types and different mediums (TV) to investigate if the findings generalize to diverse conditions. Additionally, our use of student subjects (some of whom may have been underage and or nondrinkers of alcoholic products) is also a limitation of this research. As one of the reviewers pointed out, alcoholic beverage advertisers do not test their ads with underage subjects or nondrinkers. Hence future research should investigate whether observed results will hold if subjects are sampled from a population of alcoholic beverage drinkers.
Another limitation is the degree of absurdity achieved in our manipulation. We consider the difference in the degree of absurdity between our absurd and non-absurd ads as medium.
Future research should explore whether more extreme differences in the degree of absurdity between absurd versus non-absurd ads will produce different results compared to our study.
We speculate that the degree of absurdity achieved in our manipulation is a possible cause of the flat findings for the group of subjects with positive PCA. In other words, the absurdity in our test ad is of a medium degree, which may have been sufficient to produce the expected effect (based on distraction theory) on subjects with negative PCA. However, for subjects with positive PCA, to produce the expected effect (based on distraction theory) we probably needed a stronger degree of absurdity manipulation.
Our use of a fictitious brand and minimal brand information in the ads may have resulted in identical pattern of effects of absurdity on consumers' attitude to ad and brand. Also, the mediating effect of cognitive responses supported by our data is limited due to our choice of not distinguishing between ad and brand related thoughts. It is possible that future research (using extant brands or with more brand information in ads) may find that the ad-related cognitive responses will mediate the effect of absurdity on ad attitudes only. However, absurdity's impact on brand attitudes may be mediated by both brand-related cognitive responses and ad attitudes. Similar limitations of our study arise from our chosen operationalization of product category attitude (i.e., ignoring the neutral or middle group), and coding of only brand name recall (i.e., ignoring recall of other elements such as visual material, message etc.) from the ad. Again, these issues should be investigated in future research.
Another related set of limitations stems from our lack of measurement of certain issues. For instance, we have measured the directionality (valence) of prior product category attitude (PCA) using a semantic differential type scale. However, we have no direct measures of belief strength of product category attitude. As pointed out by one of the reviewers, it is possible that belief strength may have played a role in the difference in results observed for positive versus negative PCA groups. Additionally, we do not have direct measures of distraction during message presentation, and this is also a limitation of our study.
Future research could also investigate effects of other individual characteristics, such as prior knowledge, on consumer information processing when exposed to absurd ads. Many researchers have demonstrated the differences in processing between high and low knowledge individuals (Johnson and Russo 1984, Sujan 1985) . For ambiguous stimuli such as absurd ads, the differences may be even more pronounced between high and low knowledge consumers (Herr 1989) . Another avenue for future research would be to examine the effect of absurdity by manipulating the cognitive context in which the judgments are made (Herr, Sherman, and Fazio 1983) . For instance, due to the ambiguous nature of absurd ads, it is likely that if subjects are first unobtrusively primed with exemplars from product category, their subsequent evaluations of ad and brand may show either assimilation or contrast effects depending on the nature of the exemplar (extreme versus moderate) and the type of ad (absurd or non-absurd).
Another area of future research involves investigating the absurdity scale. Although our scale items are internally consistent and have face validity, we have no evidence of convergent or discriminant validity of this scale, and these validity issues need to be explored in future research.
A final area of future research involves investigating other forms of absurdity. In order to minimize confounds, we focused on a manipulation of pictorial elements in an ad to create absurdity. Thus, the woman with a volcano on her head in our ad represents a surrealistic image. It is possible to create absurdity by manipulating the copy elements (e.g., using hyperbole), or by employing anthropomorphic images. These alternative approaches are worthy of future studies.
CONCLUSION
Like all investigations of communication effects, our manipulation of absurdity is just one variation (surrealism) of many possible means of varying the construct. Future research should therefore investigate absurd ads created using other forms of illogical relationships such as allegory, anthropomorphism, hyperbole etc. We have some preliminary evidence (using one study) that distraction theory may provide a better explanation of effect of absurdity than evaluative principle of cognitive elaborations. Clearly, more research is needed before concluding the superiority of one theory over the another. In addition, given the complex nature and possible multi-dimensionality of the absurdity construct, future research in construct validation would be a high priority. We hope our study will stimulate more future research on this important but under-researched construct. (Diciembre, 1996) .
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